In recent years, modern medicine has largely replaced traditional medicine and phytotherapy has been substituted for the use of chemically synthesized products. In this work, information has been collected through interviews on traditional therapeutic use of 84 species belonging to 38 families of medicinal plants with the aim to rescue and preserve a part of Galician traditional culture.
INTRODUCTION
In Galicia (NW Spain), as in the rest of western world, traditional medicine, which was mostly based on cure with plants, has been almost completely replaced by modern medicine in which chemically synthesized products are mainly used (Muntané, 1991; Ember and Ember, 1997) . In spite of that, some individuals have learned and transmitted through generations the traditional remedies.
In the Iberic Peninsula, many ethnobotanical and ethnopharmaceutical studies have been done (Palacín, 1983; Villar, 1984; Villar et al., 1984; González Tejero, 1985; Guzmán, 1986; Mulet, 1987 Mulet, , 1991 Muntané, 1991; Bonet et al., 1992; Bonet, 1994; Agelet and Vallés, 1996; Agelet et al., 1996; Alcalá-Martínez et al., 1996; Fernández et al., 1996; Vallés et al., 1996; Martínez et al., 1996 Martínez et al., , 1997 Parada, 1997; Raja et al., 1997; Vázquez et al., 1997; Vallés, 1997; Bonet et al., 1998; Verde et al., 1998; Selga, 1998; Agelet, 1999; Agelet et al., 2000; Blanco et al., 2000) . These works are mainly focused on the regions of Cataluña and Navarra and have been extended to País Valenciano, Andalucía, Extremadura and Albacete.
In Galicia, there are some studies which mention, directly or indirectly, plants of medicinal interest (Merino, 1987; Bellot, 1952; Silva, 1984; Rigueiro et al., 1996) . Nevertheless, exhaustive studies on ethnopharmacology are still very rare (Blanco, 1996) .
It is therefore urgent to try to recover as much information as possible in our region because, as some authors point out, popular wisdom in western world is strongly eroded and in danger of being lost forever (Croom,1983; Hedberg, 1993; Bonet et al., 1999 , Alcorn, 1995 Cox and Balick, 1994; Khafagi and Deedar, 2000; Agelet and Vallés, 2001) .
The aim of the work was to study and rescue the therapeutic use of some medicinal plants to preserve a part of Galician traditional culture, which survives in rural society, mainly thanks to oral transmission.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
In this study information was collected about the therapeutic use (human and veterinary) of medicinal plants in 16 localities in Galicia (NW Spain): Paradela, Incio, Guntín, Páramo, Anxeriz, Castroverde, Triacastela, Burela, Allariz, Cartelle, O Carballiño, Vilar de Barrio, Cotobade, Silleda, Carral, Dodro. Furthermore, information on other uses in folk and religious traditions was tabulated. The method used to collect information was by personal interview. Each interviewee was asked for information about the vernacular name of the plants, the parts of the plant used, the method of preparation and popular therapeutic use (as well human as veterinary use). Only plants which were identified 'in situ' by the interviewed have been included in our work.
For nomenclature of specimens we have used Tutin et al. (1980) and Castroviejo et al. (1990 Castroviejo et al. ( -2002 .
RESULTS
A total of 84 species, belonging to 38 botanical families were collected in the area of the study (Table 1) with medicinal (human and veterinary), folk, religious and other uses. Families and genera are presented in alphabetical order. Symbols are used to distinguish between plants which are cultivated for centuries in our region and plants that have been naturalized.
Apart from simple preparations (Table 1) , the following mixtures of therapeutic use are given:
Garlic (Ailium sativum), onion (Allium cepa) and parsley (Petroselinum crispum) cooked in chicken broth and drunk very hot, alleviated strong colds. Coction of rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis), pine (Pinus pinaster) and parsley, used as anticatarrhal.
Plaster of nettle (Urtica sp) and elder (Sambucus nigra) leaves and wheat (Triticum aestivum) bran applied hot on the breast to treat bronchial affections and cough. Concoction of sage (Salvia officinalis), rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis) and marshmallow (Althaea officinalis), used as anticatarrhal.
Lemon juice with onion, garlic, and honey macerated for a day, used as anticatarrhal and against urinary tract infections.
Alcohol maceration of elder flowers, arnica (Arnica montana) flower and willow (Salix atrocinerea) bark, against blows and bruises.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
From the studied families, the ones that provide the higher number of species with medicinal properties are Lamiaceae and Asteraceae, with 29 % of the mentioned taxa, followed by Liliaceae, Poaceae and Rosaceae. These observed are partially in accordance with other works done in the Iberic Peninsula and the Mediterranean area (González Tejero, 1989; Arnold, 1991; Bonet, 1993; Mulet, 1991; Villar et al., 1991; Raja et al., 1997) .
Nearly 40 % of the plants mentioned have more than one use, 17 % are also used for the treatment of domestic animals (cows, rabbits, pigs and horses), but only 5 % are exclusively used for veterinary purposes.
Almost half of the plants (44 %) are mentioned as medicinal plants in more than one of the localities sampled, with rosemary and elder the more frequent ones, appearing in 56 % of localities. Furthermore, these two species are amongst those which have more diversified uses: eight uses have been recorded for rosemary and seven for elder. Other plants widely used are rue (Ruta graveolens), nettle, mallow (Malva sp.) (seven different uses each), walnut (Juglans regia) and garlic (six uses each). Species which are mentioned in different localities, but with very specific usage are bay laurel, corn and eucalyptus. More than half the plants (63 %) are mentioned just in one locality, which speaks of the fragility of this knowledge.
The majority of species used for medicinal purposes belong to autonomous Galician flora and are abundant in the places where the study was conducted with 17 % of the plants cultivated in gardens, some of them being naturalized (Table 1) . Most of the uses recorded are common and widely documented in the scientific literature; in fact, the ethnobotanical novelty index (Muntané, 1991) , expressed as the quotient obtained by dividing the number of non-previously reported uses by the total number of plants mentioned is just 0.12. Other values for this index, obtained in other localities and by other authors are: 0.57 in L'alt Empordá, 0.48 in Les Guilleries (Bonet et al., 1999) , 0.23 in Tenes valley (Bonet et al., 1992) , 5.08 in Castellón (Mulet, 1991) and 2.3 in Cerdanya (Muntané, 1991) .
The most common preparation method is infusion (42 %), which supports the thesis of Bisset (1994) , who states that that is the most frequent method for phytopharmaceutical preparations. Nevertheless, we should note, as in other studies, the difficulty of our informants to distinguish between infusion and decoction (Raja et al., 1997; Ivancheva and Stantcheva, 2000; De Feo and Senatore, 1993) . Infusion alludes to an herbal preparation made by pouring boiling water over a quantity of herbs steeping to extract the active ingredients; whereas decoction is an herbal preparation made by boiling an herb in water. Decoctions are often used with bark, roots, seeds, and other hard plants materials. Though infusion and decoction are the most used ways of preparation (60 %), it is also usual to use the fresh plants through direct application or ingestion. Poultices, tinctures, alcohol macerations and syrups are rarely mentioned. Syrup refers generally to preparations with hot wine and sugar.
For administration, some ways are at least curious or peculiar, such as frying the plants in oil or mixing them with eggs as to prepare 'omelette' (rue and celandine). It is know of us, after the revised bibliography, that preparations with egg, as well fresh, in form of poultice, as in omelette, are quite rare (Pieroni, 2000) .
The most used parts of the plant in the different preparations are, in decreasing order, leaves, the whole aerial part, flowers, underground parts (including bulbs and rhizomes) and fruits (including seeds). Regarding the therapeutic categories, the treatments of internal administration (60 %) are predominant with respect to external application. Amongst the recommended remedies administrated by ingestion, the most common are those against problems in the digestive tract, followed by anti-catarrhal, diuretic and hypotensive uses. For external use, the most prevalent ones are remedies for the treatment of wounds and skin affections (corns, callosities, warts, furuncles). These results are mostly in accordance with those obtained by other authors (Mulet, 1991; Muntané, 1991; Bonet et al., 1992) .
Apart from strictly pharmacological use, this study mentions also the use of a great number of plants for religious and magical practices, sometimes in connection with medicinal use (i.e. to pray for the plant to be effective). Although, as it has been said before, most of plants recorded here have been already reported in previous studies, we have found some aspects which are original and new and which need further comment.
In natural medicine, it is quite usual to use toxic plants (Lepporati et al., 1996) , some of them with known prestige for healing properties in most parts of the world, although use by ingestion is usually forbidden (De Feo and Senatore, 1993) . Amongst this group of plants is rue, which despite its toxicity, is frequently used in popular medicine (Villar et al., 1987) . In our studies, rue is one of the most mentioned plants, for human medicine and veterinary use, corroborating the popular Spanish proverb: 'La ruda todos los males cura' ('rue heals all diseases'). The most mentioned uses are the ones reported in specialized bibliography: as emmenagogue and antiseptic in ocular affections (De Feo and Senatore, 1993) . Some of the forms of preparation mentioned in this work are rather peculiar; as to fry the plant in olive oil and use the hot oil for external application, to provoke the expulsion of intestinal parasites (Blanco, 1996) or veterinary use as a remedy against udder infection in cows. Furthermore, we have verified that despite the toxicity, its use by ingestion to treat intestinal and menstrual (in humans) ache and to facilitate the expulsion of the rests of placenta after parturition in cows is yet remembered.
Moreover, the use of another toxic plant, hellebore (Helleborus foetidus), in animals, has been recorded and is amply reported. The way of application and the part of this plant used are quite peculiar, the leaves, and not the roots, as is usual, are used (FontQuer, 1993) . The leaves, after being squeezed, are introduced into the swellings which appear in weakened cows (as a consequence of parasitic infection). Its veterinary use for the treatment of tympanism is also reported, and its use against the warts, as reported by Blanco (1996) is verified. These uses are not reported in works on ethnopharmacology done in other region of our Peninsula.
Celandine (Chelidonium majus) is another of the well known toxic plant in popular medicine in our region, because of the property of its latex to burn warts; this property is confirmed by some authors (Font-Quer, 1993) . This plant was very appreciated until Middle Age for internal use to calm stomach and intestine aches (Boullard, 2000) . Scientific literature reports and recommends only external use, due to the toxic effects of its alkaloids when ingested. Some of our informants remember, however, the use of this plant by ingestion to treat stomach and intestinal ache, whether by directly drinking the juice or by preparing the plant as an 'omelette.' Yew (Taxus baccata) is a toxic plant whose therapeutic use was not known in traditional medicine. The use of yew on animals as a medicinal plant of external use to eliminate parasites is reported in this work for the first time.
Another plant mentioned as medicinal in our region, and for which there are no scientific data to guarantee its use with therapeutic purpose is saxifrage (Saxifraga spathularis). Its use as analgesic and anti-inflammatory for the treatment of bruises, blows, and hematoma in domestic animals is reported by Blanco (1996) . The use of leaves of the fresh plant for the treatment of furuncles is in any case a novelty.
Other plants which are frequently mentioned in this study, but rarely reported in scientific phytotherapy are ground ivy (Glechoma hederacea) and germander (Teucrium scorodonia). The former is recommended to treat all kind of 'bellyaches,' mainly menstrual ache, as well as to calm cough and as hypotensive. The way to prepare this plant, as omelette, has not been reported until now. Germander was used as antihelmintic in domestic animals and in human medicine, macerating the plant for a day in water of milk. Font-Quer (1993) mentions its utility, but with other purposes (tonic and diuretic).
Simethis metiazzii is mentioned in bibliography as purgative (Font-Quer, 1993 ). Apart from this use, we have recorded its use as antihelmintic and diuretic (Blanco, 1996) . Common dandelion (Taraxacum officinale) is a medicinal plant known as depurative and aperitif (Font-Quer, 1993; De Feo and Senatore, 1993; Vallés et al., 1996; Agelet et al., 2000; Leporatti and Corradi, 2001 ). In our study, these usual purposes are not reported. We have recorded its use against warts, which is a novelty.
Several species of Quercus have been used for a long time, as reported in a number of studies, as an astringent, against hemorrhoids, hemorrhage and diarrhoea (Font-Quer, 1993; Agelet and Vallés, 2001; Bonet et al., 1999) . Apart from this use, our informants mention the use of oak (Quercus robur) leaves in infusion against constipation, just the opposite. Osmunda regalis is mentioned here for the first time as a medicinal plant. The part used is its rhizome, recommended as well in veterinary as in human medicine to mitigate muscular ache after big physical efforts. Its use to reabsorb hematomas is also reported.
The use of Silybum marianum in the area of study is also to remark. It is a rarely mentioned plant in traditional medicine, but very demanded in new phytomedicine, due to its hepatoprotective compounds, discovered in its seeds (Moré and Colom, 2002) . In Cataluña, the use of its leaves as haemostatic is reported (Vallés et al., 1996) . We mention in our study its use as antidote against poisonous animals, which constitutes a novelty in Spanish traditional medicine.
It is also to remark the medicinal use of two exotic plants which were introduced as ornamental in Galicia: Agave americana and Helichrysum foetidum. The former, native from Mexico, where it is considered to have several therapeutic properties, as depurative, diuretic, intestinal and against ocular infection (Boullard, 2000) , is used in our region as anti-rheumatic, by rubbing on the affected areas the liquid exudated by its leaves. In other areas in the Peninsula, where this plant is also cultivated, it is mentioned to be used as antifungal (Bonet et al., 1992) , against warts (González-Teijeiro, 1999; Muntané, 1991; ) , and as emollient (Muntané, 1991) . H. foetidum, native from South Africa, is mentioned for its use as vulnerary and against throat ache. This is the first time that its use as medicinal plant is reported in Iberic Peninsula, although its medicinal properties had been already widely confirmed; in recent studies, flavonoids have been isolated from this plant which show antiviral activity (Boullard, 2002) . Helichrysum stoechas, autoctonous in Galicia, is considered to have similar properties (antitussive, expectorant, antiseptic) .
It is convenient to point out that most of the informants know the plants and their properties because their parents or grandparents had transmitted orally to them this knowledge, but they rarely use these plants nowadays. Nevertheless, the folkloric and religious use of some plants is still quite spread in rural areas. Thus, the 'festa dos maios' ('maios' feast), 'Saint John's water' and the use or garlic against 'the evil eye' are still very popular. 
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